Introduction
Internationally acting supplier companies are facing growing global competition, which is the reason why their 
Research of customer-supplier relations
In research of international business relations, the relation between customers and suppliers (or sellers) is a Different Concepts of Customer-Supplier Relationship -An Exploratory Case Study of Korean-German Business Activities in the Shipbuilding Industry -770 -frequently examined field, e.g. Kale and Barnes (1992) , who deal with the topic 'cross-cultural buyer-seller interaction'.
The two authors tried to create a framework for a 'cross-national selling transaction' and identified three levels significant for business communication, on which interaction between buyers and sellers coming from different cultures takes place: the levels 'national character', 'organizational culture' and 'individual personality'.
Furthermore, Skarmeas et al. (2002) analyzed how the importer's and exporter's commitment influences the intercultural buyer-seller relation. Dwyer et al. (1987) dealt with the development process of the buyer-seller relation.
In cross-cultural research, especially concerning US-American-Japanese business relations, the 'role of the negotiation partner' is emphasized as being 'one of the most important factors for negotiation success' (see Graham, 1984; 1985; Adler and Graham, 1989) . Also the vertical relation between customers and sellers, which is common in Japan, plays a major role. Already more than 20 years ago, Nancy J. Adler (2002) generally most of the expectations and requirements of Japanese customers will be satisfied, while sellers usually expect their customers to support them. In contrary, customers and sellers in the USA stay in a non-hierarchic, almost horizontal relation called 'independent competition'.
It would be entirely unimaginable for an American customer to have similarly high expectations as a Japanese customer in the same situation. Considering the different customer-supplier relations based on Adler's concepts of 'indulgent dependence' vs. 'independent competition', it is evident that comprehension of various constellations of relations is the key to understanding that negotiation problems or conflicts are not necessarily due to a lack of product or service quality but emerging from cultural differences.
Together with his colleagues, the US-American economist John L. Graham (1988) (Moosmueller, 1997; Lamming, 2000) .
Therefore, this paper will present a descriptive and qualitative approach, including the perspective of individual actors in cross-cultural business communication.
Methodology

Research design
Given the paucity in intercultural customer-supplier- Yet, the applicability of qualitative research is much more comprehensive. The profound link between the collected data and the phenomenon under study as well as the richness of the data allow a consideration of contextspecific factors, complex patterns and even casual relationships. Thus, qualitative research serves as a valuable means to discover and generate theory that is deeply grounded in empirical reality, particularly when little is known on the underlying phenomenon and research cannot rely much on past empirical findings (Miles and Huberman, 1994, Mayring, 2002 The MNCs also differed with regard to their internationalization strategy (Perlmutter, 1969) . It is widely 
Results: Interpretation
The examination and iterative comparison of the interview and observation data reveal several issues that seem to play an important role in terms of different concepts of customer-supplier relations between German and Korean business partners. The following paragraphs will present the major findings. Simultaneously, the results will be contrasted with existing literature in order to further substantiate the emerging themes and theoretical inferences. In addition, it will be tried to find out the causes or origins of different concepts of business relations which we could observe in the last section. the Korean customer additionally likes to be sure that the supplier will always do his best -after all, this will be the decisive factor for the Korean customer. As a consequence, the contract is not always awarded to the best supplier but to the one, who presented the highest commitment during the evaluation.
Contrary to this inter-dependent customer-supplier relation, German business partners aim at establishing a 'partnership sourcing' relation to their Korean customers,
i.e. a customer-supplier relation using high product quality to make both sides competitive for the world market, regardless of company size or status (see Lamming, 2000) .
Asymmetric relations between business partners should be avoided from the outset. The following table 2) represents their experiences and their views of German and Korean informants of the both researched companies relating to cultural differences in customer-supplier relation. Customers tend to deal with small number of direct suppliers. Requires first-tier to deal with second tier and so on. Customers deal with many suppliers; firms have little loyalty to each other.
German supplier
Some customers forbid suppliers to deal with their competitors.
Different concepts of politeness
In general, German companies pay relatively less attention to the way their employees communicate with international customers, they rather concentrate on the quality of their export products. Some studies dealt with the question of German companies' 'service mentality'; still, these studies neglect the differing concepts of the terms 'service' or 'politeness towards the customer'. The publicist Seelmann (2006) . Relations content both a vertical hierarchy and a horizontal equality of rights. Everybody has to act according to his age and social status and can expect the same behaviour from others. Today's concept of politeness in Korea is still based on this relational pattern consisting of asymmetric human relations. A Korean professor is addressed by his students
3) The term 'Ye' derives from a ritual celebrated to the honour of gods in order to ask for good fortune. This ritual should also re-establish the delicate balance between gods, nature and humans (Seelmann, 2006 ). 4) This concept of interpersonal relationships shaped by hierarchies has also been instrumentalized (e.g. by government and companies). 5) According to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, the way we think, perceive and act is strongly influenced and determined by language. Language is our filter of reality and has an impact on our perception of the world.
with special politeness; in the opposite, the professor will act more benevolent and caring. The asymmetric relation can be applied to various levels, like a customer-supplier relation. The supplier should approach the customer with fine politeness and best service, not the other way round.
The customer, however, will react to this politeness and service accordingly and behave in a caring way throughout the cooperation.
The reasons why Germans put less emphasis on service culture can be found not only in people's attitude but also in sociolinguistic and institutional aspects. Language reflects the perspective from which the world is perceived (see Whorf 5) , 1964). In German language, the terms 'service' and 'politeness' evoke rather negative associations. 2) The promise 'Our customer is king.' is often used to hide a certain reluctance to really serve a customer, the own advantage is predominant. Therefore, this empirical study alone is not enough to enable a discussion on a more general level of cross-cultural interactions in the international business context. Therefore, further empirical studies are necessary.
It is clear that much additional work will be required before a complete understanding of Korean-German customer-supplier business relations in the shipbuilding industry. It is hoped that this study will stimulate further investigation in this research field.
